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Abstract 
The difficulty of establishing the validity of Action Research field studies has been 
well documented. Enabling interested individuals to follow the route of inquiry, or 
‘recover’ the inquiry process, has provided some means of addressing the difficult 
issue of validation. Such an approach however, still fails to provide a sense of the 
manner in which an inquiry was undertaken, which can be important when 
individuals, participant in the inquiry, or otherwise, are making their own judgments 
concerning validity. In this paper we argue that by supporting any interested 
individual in making their own judgements concerning the manner in which the 
inquiry process was undertaken, it is possible for a public perception of the 
authenticity and credibility, or character, of that inquiry process to emerge. We argue 
that such a perception is an essential aspect of making judgements concerning the 
validity of an Action Research project. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The challenge of establishing the rigour and validity of an Action Research project is 
currently exercising the minds of many researchers in the field of Information Systems 
(Avison et al, 2001; Champion and Stowell, 2001; Checkland and Holwell, 1998; 
Klein and Myers, 1999; Reason and Bradbury, 2000; Stowell et al, 1997). 
Establishing the value and worth of an inquiry undertaken within a complex human 
social setting, where the validity of the inquiry cannot be demonstrated through 
repetition, is fraught with difficulty. Checkland and Holwell (1998) have argued that a 
notion of “recoverability” is useful for establishing the validity of a social inquiry 
process. “Recoverability” offers the idea that interested individuals are facilitated in 
following the route of the inquiry, or ‘recovering’ the inquiry process, so that the 
learning outcomes are understandable to other interested individuals (Checkland and 
Holwell, 1998). Checkland (1983, 1985) has offered the “F, M, A Model” 
(Framework of ideas, Methodology and Area of concern) as a means of structuring an 
Action Research field study to facilitate recoverability by interested others. We argue 
that “recovering” the learning outcomes through using the F, M, A model, whilst 
being essential, still evades a consideration of the manner in which the inquiry was 
conducted. In complex, messy human situations, the participants and some non-
participants will need to make some judgement concerning the character, or 
authenticity, of any inquiry process, if the outcomes are to be accepted as valid and 
credible. Rather than attempt to control an Action Research project (Avison et al, 
2001), a notion we find incompatible with an Action Research field study, we argue 
that the mnemonic PEArL can provide a framework to guide an Action Researcher in 
planning a project and also with the means to reflect on the authenticity and character 
of the actual inquiry process. Crucially, the elements of the PEArL mnemonic offer 
the means for an individual who was not involved in the inquiry process to reflect 
upon and make a judgement about the authenticity of the inquiry process. It is this 
potential to involve ‘non-participants’, that in our opinion, makes PEArL such a 
powerful tool when making a judgement concerning the authenticity of a process of 
social inquiry. We argue that such judgements are an essential part of establishing a 
public perception of the authenticity of Action Research studies and that authenticity 
and credibility are integral elements of the validity of any process of social research.  
 
2. SOCIAL INQUIRY 
Undertaking inquiry in any field of endeavour requires careful thought concerning 
what will count as knowledge and how that knowledge will be created (Audi, 1998; 
Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Gadamer, 1989; Popper, 
1959; Reason, 1993). Some sort of organization of the pursuit of knowledge will be 
necessary to make sense of the emerging experience, particularly when creating 
knowledge that is intended to be useful and insightful to a wide audience (Checkland 
and Scholes, 1999), as is the case during an Action Research field study. The set of 
principles chosen to guide an inquiry (or the methodology), will influence how an 
inquirer sets about undertaking the creation of new knowledge and also the perception 
of validity of the learning outcomes amongst a wider audience (Audi, 1998). 
Employing a scientific method in order to create knowledge, where there is an effort 
to observe the situation from a neutral stance has been argued to be inappropriate 
within social situations (Checkland, 1981; Gadamer, 1989; Maturana, 1978; Reason, 
1993; Tsoukas, 1993; Stowell and West, 1994; Weber, 1949; Winograd and Flores, 
1987). As each problem situation is unique, undertaking inquiry within complex 
social environments and defending the knowledge thereby gained is difficult 
(Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Reason and Rowan, 1981; Tsoukas, 1993). 
Conducting research within social situations creates a difficult conundrum for a 
researcher. Recognising that any inquiry process within such situations will be 
unrepeatable, leaves the problem of how to organize a process of social inquiry in a 
manner that will be perceived by others as capable of creating valid research outcomes 
(Checkland and Holwell, 1998).  
 
Eden and Huxham (1996) argue that the insights gained through an Action 
Research inquiry can offer a unique perspective unavailable to a practitioner when 
other research methods are employed and that the knowledge created often “…cannot 
be gleaned in any other way” (p. 536). They also argue that any data that is collected 
cannot be expected to “triangulate”, but that the differences between various 
viewpoints held by those involved can act “… as an effective dialectic for the 
generation of new concepts”. Nonetheless, Eden and Huxham (1996) fail to provide 
any means of establishing the validity of any learning outcomes from an Action 
Research inquiry with a wider audience. They simply suggest ensuring the “general 
value is disseminated” to a wider audience than the direct participants in the inquiry 
process (Eden and Huxham, 1996, p. 539). The challenge for any Action Researcher is 
to become involved in the situation of focus and gain the collaboration of others in the 
problem situation, so that these others become participants. For the research to be 
judged as being useful and valid, an Action Researcher must also establish that the 
research was tackled in a manner that is perceived by others to have been a credible 
effort undertaken with due care and attention (Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Reason, 
1993; Tsoukas, 1993).  
 
The difficulty in establishing that an Action Research inquiry has been 
undertaken with due care and attention, or rigour, was commented on by Susman and 
Evered (1978) in their paper on Action Research. Susman and Evered (1978, p. 588) 
argue for  “…a cyclic process with five phases: diagnosing, action planning, action 
taking, evaluating and specifying learning”. They suggest that such an approach to 
undertaking research within social situations helps to create the “appropriate 
structures” to encourage “communication and problem-solving procedures” amongst 
those involved, such as “self-help skills” (Susman and Evered, 1978). Bargal et al 
(1992) also identify a continuous cyclic process of planning, action and evaluation as 
being central to Action Research. Although planning and preparation are essential, 
Susman and Evered (1978) and Checkland (1983) both argue that predicting the 
learning outcomes from an inquiry within a social setting is not possible and so 
inquiry within such situations ought to be agnostic to the outcomes of the research. 
Checkland (1983) explains the concept of agnostic inquiry as not directing “…the 
learning outcomes towards some perceived to be desired end”. Checkland and 
Holwell (1998) argue that planning activities and specifying learning outcomes, whilst 
essential, does not necessarily permit scrutiny by an interested individual, not 
involved in the actual inquiry process. In order to plan an Action Research field study, 
it is important to consider how the researcher will establish that the inquiry was 
undertaken ‘with rigour’, amongst a wider audience. First, it is worth an examination 
of the contribution that the elements of participation and local improvement make 
towards creating a public perception of a valid inquiry process.  
 
3. PARTICIPATION IN SOCIAL INQUIRY 
Participation in the inquiry process, by those involved in the situation of focus, is 
widely accepted as being a fundamental characteristic of Action Research (Baskerville 
and Wood-Harper, 1996, 1998; Borda, 2000; Breu and Peppard, 1999; Checkland and 
Scholes, 1999; Elden and Chisholm, 1993; Dunning-Lewis, 1999; Heron and Reason, 
2000; Park, 2000; Reason, 1993; Stowell et al, 1997; Whyte, 1991). The emphasis on 
participation arises in part, as a move away from the methods of scientific inquiry that 
value ‘objective observation’ and ‘measurable results’, as such concepts are 
meaningless within social settings, where each person will have their own particular 
views concerning a situation (Checkland, 1983). Tsoukas (1993) suggests that one 
difficulty with a dependence on establishing the validity of the learning outcomes 
through participation in the learning process is that it is too easy for a single opinion 
to dominate. Reason (1993) also argues that participation alone is not sufficient and 
ought to be examined and explained. Most practitioners of Action Research do not 
rely only on participation to establish the value of an inquiry process and deem the 
practical outcomes of social inquiry to be of equal importance, particularly any 
evidence of local improvement in the situation of concern. 
 
4. LOCAL IMPROVEMENT EMERGING FROM SOCIAL INQUIRY 
Many authors argue that research within social settings ought to result in identifiable 
learning outcomes within the situation of focus (Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Elden 
and Chisholm, 1993; Elliot, 1991; Reason, 1993; Tsoukas, 1993; Stowell et al, 1997; 
Susman and Evered, 1978; Whyte, 1991). Elliot (1991, p. 49) argues that “…the 
fundamental aim of Action Research is to improve practice rather than to produce 
knowledge”. This seems rather an extreme statement as such a view seems to 
overlook the usefulness of theoretical ideas in helping those involved in first making 
sense of a situation and of practice being improved by reflecting back on the action 
taken and the initial guiding ideas.  
  
Susman and Evered (1978) and de Zeeuw (1995) have suggested that 
competence in problem solving and self-help skills are some of the practical outcomes 
of Action Research that help to establish validity in the longer term. Bødker (1996) 
argues that outcomes such as these will be very localised and specific to a particular 
group of people. She also suggests that groups gathered for specialised purposes (as is 
often the case in information systems design) can be disbanded at the end of a project, 
competent participants will disperse to other roles and so learning outcomes, such as 
problem solving skills, which may have emerged within a group will be uncertain in 
the longer term (Bødker, 1996). Dash (1999) has argued that establishing there has 
indeed been some local improvement within the situation of concern is still not 
sufficient to validate the wider usefulness of any knowledge created. He suggests that 
as improvement within the local situation may well cause detrimental effects within 
the wider environment, it is necessary to reflect upon the long term after effects of an 
inquiry (Dash, 1999). Reason (1993) argues that in order to “judge the adequacy” of 
research reports and therefore, the validity of any generated knowledge, it is essential 
to discuss the epistemology applied. Indeed, Checkland has long argued for the 
epistemology to be declared in advance (Checkland, 1985) and recent work has argued 
that a “notion of recoverability” is useful when undertaking inquiry within an Action 
Research framework (Checkland and Holwell, 1998; Checkland and Scholes, 1999).  
 
5. A NOTION OF RECOVERABILITY 
Checkland and Holwell (1998) argue that a “notion of recoverability” is essential 
when undertaking an Action Research approach to inquiry, as such a notion will 
support interested individuals in scrutinising the results. To achieve such 
“recoverability”, they suggest that an open declaration of the aims of the inquiry and 
also of the intended research method, prior to involvement in the situation of interest 
is necessary and “without that declaration, it is difficult to see how the outcome of 
[Action Research] can be more than anecdotal” (Checkland and Holwell, 1998, p. 14).  
 
 Checkland (1985, p. 758) suggests that to make sense of any area of interest, a 
set of “…linked ideas in a framework F” can be applied by using a “methodology M” 
to explore an “area of concern A”.  By undertaking inquiry guided by a methodology 
it is possible to learn about the area of interest and “… about the adequacy of F and 
M” (Checkland and Holwell, 1998). For the learning outcomes of inquiry within 
complex and uncertain social situations to be accepted as useful lessons, Checkland 
(1985) argues that the framework of ideas, F, the methodology, M, and the area of 
interest, A, must all be “declared in advance”. Such a declaration not only enables 
those involved in the inquiry to make sense of the emerging experience, but also 
enables other interested individuals to scrutinise the learning outcomes and so make 
judgements concerning the credibility of the results (Checkland and Holwell, 1998; 
Checkland and Scholes, 1999). Zmud (1998, p. 23) argues against having “…a well-
defined research model” set out in advance as such an approach “…implies that a 
‘solution’ is known a priori by the research team”. He then contradicts himself by 
arguing that “practice-driven research is best served if the research team […] bring a 
required expertise regarding prior research on a topic, relevant theories, and relevant 
research methodologies” (Zmud, 1998, p. 23).  Zmud appears to confuse a “research 
model” with offering a “solution” to any perceived difficulties. Defining a “research 
model” in advance (Zmud, 1998) is not the same as offering a preconceived ‘solution’ 
to the difficulties faced by those involved. Indeed, the most challenging aspect of 
undertaking social inquiry is that the ideas concerning F, M and A, all may change as 
the inquiry proceeds (Checkland, 1985). When undertaking inquiry within social 
settings, it is of fundamental importance to accept that “…achieving credibility, 
consensus and coherence does not make a ‘truth claim’ as strong as that derived from 
replicability of results independent of time, place and researcher” (Checkland and 
Holwell, 1998).  
 
In practical Real World situations, there is often a need to establish the 
relevance of learning outcomes from a collaborative inquiry process amongst a wider 
group than those physically involved in the inquiry. For example, in our field of 
interest, that of information systems design, although collaborative design approaches 
such as Participatory Design (Beyer and Holtzblatt, 1998; Kensing and Blomberg, 
1998), ETHICS (Mumford, 1995), Multiview2 (Avison et al, 1998) and Client-Led 
design (Stowell and West, 1994) all aim for participation of those involved; the 
simple factors of cost and time often prevent all those implicated by a new design 
from taking part. Establishing the relevance of learning outcomes from a group 
inquiry process amongst an audience wider than physical participants then, despite the 
difficulty, appears to be a desirable aim.  
 
Checkland (1983, 1985) argues that to make sense of complex human social 
situations it is useful to consider the inquiry process as being a system in itself. This 
approach “…transfers systemicity from the world to the process of inquiry into the 
world” (Checkland, 1983, p.672). That is not to argue that the inquiry is a system, 
only that “...it may be described as a system” (Checkland, 1983). Checkland (1983, p. 
671) also argues that there can never be a “once and for all publicly testable systemic 
description of human activity, only descriptions valid for a particular world view”. It 
is this latter point that makes validating research into socially constructed situations so 
challenging. 
 
 The ideas we present here, extend the ideas of Checkland (1983) concerning 
systemic inquiry and build on the experiences and learning accumulated through 
various Action Research projects we, the authors, have undertaken (Champion, 2000, 
2001; Champion and Stowell, 2002; Stowell, 2000; Stowell and Champion, 2000, 
2002; Stowell and West, 1994; Stowell et al, 1997). We suggest a practical systemic 
approach to supporting individuals making judgements concerning the authenticity of 
an inquiry, according to their own values and beliefs. This approach is offered 
explicitly from within an interpretivist, phenomenological approach to inquiry. We 
consider PEArL to be an intellectual device based on systems ideas that can be 
employed to support anyone interested in appraising a collaborative inquiry process 
and judging its authenticity and credibility. By supporting planning for and crucially 
also reflection upon the inquiry process amongst participants, and a wider audience of 
concerned individuals, a public perception of validity, or otherwise, emerges. 
  
6. AUTHENTICITY 
Establishing the ‘validity’ of a collaborative inquiry process is only partially achieved 
through the characteristic elements of Action Research (participation and local 
practical outcomes) as we have discussed above. We suggest a concept of authenticity 
is helpful when reflecting upon an Action Research inquiry process and can promote 
public acknowledgement of the wider relevance of the learning. The word ‘authentic’ 
is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary (1998) as  
 
‘possessing original, or inherent authority; […] entitled to 
   acceptance, or belief; of established credit’. 
 
The philosophers Heidegger (1962) and Sartre (1966) both used the word 
‘authenticity’ to mean the ability of an individual to act with free choice and integrity 
within life situations. Burchfield (1998) in The New Fowler’s Modern English Usage 
regards both authentic and genuine to mean “entitled to acceptance or belief”. He 
suggests that both words can be applied to defining a painting as being a genuine, or 
authentic Van Gogh for instance. But he argues that authenticity as a word is also 
concerned with judging that an experience or a complex series of events “is 
convincing, one that can be believed” (Burchfield, 1998, p. 79). If the learning 
outcomes of a process of unrepeatable social inquiry are to be judged as being 
“worthy of belief” (Burchfield, 1998) certain elements of that inquiry will need to be 
laid open to public scrutiny. In Champion and Stowell (2001, p. 7) we argued that 
establishing the authenticity of an inquiry process involves: 
 
“an exposition to those involved in and implicated by an inquiry that 
the results of a collaborative learning process are pertinent to the 
situation of focus and acceptable to those concerned”. 
 
We also argued that “by ‘implicated’ and ‘concerned’ we mean those who are affected 
by, or concerned with, the results of the inquiry, whether they were involved in the 
learning process, or not”. Individuals involved and implicated by any intervention into 
organisational settings are more likely to accept the learning outcomes of inquiry as 
being useful and relevant to their situation, if they can judge the inquiry to have been 
an authentic, or genuine attempt at learning about the situation. Such a perception can 
lead to the learning outcomes of an inquiry being considered to be credible, or 
“worthy of belief” (Burchfield, 1998; OED, 1998). Individuals who were not actually 
involved in the inquiry process also need to be facilitated in making such judgements. 
Participants and non-participants alike need to consider how an inquiry was 
conducted, who was involved and why, who was excluded and why, and any 
constraints that operated during the inquiry.  
 
 Considering such issues at the beginning of an inquiry is extremely difficult, as 
the results cannot be conceived at the start, and the pertinence, or otherwise, of the 
learning is unknown. For example, it is not possible to judge at the beginning of a 
process of information systems (IS) design who the eventual ‘users’ of the intended IS 
may be. It is often possible to make an ‘educated guess’, but we can never be certain. 
We suggest that it may be possible however, to make evident the authenticity and 
credibility of any knowledge created, through a systemic learning process by 
reflecting upon, and if necessary making a record of, certain crucial elements of the 
inquiry as it unfolds. To support people in such an endeavour, we offer the PEArL 
mnemonic, as an intellectual device to guide inquiry and reflection on these issues. 
 
7. PEArL: AN INTELLECTUAL DEVICE 
7.1 Participants 
As discussed above, the participation of those within the problem situation with the 
inquiry process is considered essential to the character of Action Research. However, 
the nature of human social interaction and learning will often result in people being 
affected by the outcomes of an inquiry who were not included, perhaps because the 
direction of the learning was unknown at the start, or for other reasons. For example, 
when undertaking information systems design, including all the potential ‘users’ of a 
computerised IS may be prohibitive because of cost, or shift work, or due to the high 
overturn of personnel. As iterations of the learning cycle are undertaken, proposals for 
intervention may implicate people who are unable to take part perhaps due to illness 
or maternity leave or who, for some other reason, are not included. The reasons for 
non-involvement are as important to consider as are the reasons for participation when 
considering the authenticity of inquiry. The choice of participants, the criteria for 
inclusion, and reasons for non-involvement, or exclusion, are all matters that can be 
considered in advance, and this sets a boundary, which may alter as the inquiry 
proceeds. If these details are recorded in some manner, then interested individuals, not 
involved in the inquiry process can gain an appreciation of why certain individuals 
participated, and others did not. It is perhaps worth reiterating at this point, PEArL is 
not intended to direct, or suggest, criteria for the decisions made concerning the 
selection of participants, decisions of this nature are made by those involved in the 
inquiry process. PEArL is intended to support reflection on the inquiry, enabling 
individual judgements to be made concerning the authenticity of the inquiry. An 
interested individual may judge that the participants were only of managerial status 
and so not representative of the workforce. Or perhaps insufficient details concerning 
who participated were made available. In these situations, this individual may judge 
that the authenticity and credibility of the project has not been made evident and so 
this person does not contribute to a public perception of validity of the inquiry. 
Indeed, this individual may contribute to a public perception of a lack of credibility 
emerging from the project. 
  
7.2 Engagement 
Engaging people within a collaborative inquiry process, and achieving commitment to 
the purposes of an inquiry process is no easy undertaking. Within our field of 
Information Systems, the methods of design employed can require considerable 
technical expertise and so some participants may be excluded from those phases of 
inquiry simply due to a lack of knowledge. Spaul (1997) argues that “a 
communicative process is one in which any knowledge claim on the part of an 
‘expert’ is open to challenge”, but such approaches assume that all participants will 
feel sufficiently confident and articulate enough to be politically active within a 
debate. We suggest, that a reliance on a process of debate bringing about change to the 
power structures in a situation, as suggested by Clarke and Lehaney (1999) and Spaul 
(1997) does not provide any means to support the less confident, and more isolated 
participants. By making evident the methods and tools employed to engage people in 
the learning process, interested individuals can reflect upon the environment in which 
the learning took place. The methods of engagement also reflect other constraints on 
the inquiry process, such as the time permitted, resources made available or when 
meetings were held. For example, if the inquiry was held immediately after a workday 
has ended, this may exclude parents with children who needed to return home, or the 
five-a-side football team who practised that day; we can however ask were the 
participants asked when would be a suitable time to meet? Or perhaps spreadsheets 
were used to consider various alternatives during the inquiry and this had resulted in 
the company’s accountants being main advocates of the learning outcomes. Any 
judgement will of necessity be different for each individual and for each different 
inquiry. In any situation the restrictions and constraints may only become apparent as 
the inquiry is underway, or alter during the course of the investigation. Again, we state 
the elements within PEArL are intended to guide the interested individual in reflecting 
upon the elements of an inquiry that will help that person make a judgement 
concerning authenticity and also the credibility of any learning outcomes. 
 
7.3 Authority 
Avison et al (2001) broach the subject of authority in their paper Controlling Action 
Research Projects. They suggest the use of “action warrants [to] define the authority 
under which action may be taken” and that the source of such warrants can reveal a 
great deal about a particular situation. This seems a good idea, though it is important 
to be aware that the concept of authority is much more complex than can be expressed 
within an ‘action warrant’. Authority may be financial, intellectual, physical, or even 
personal, or social in nature. For example, when undertaking an Action Research 
project as part of a Ph.D. the authority for the project may include intellectual 
guidelines set by the research supervisor, physical guidelines for access to a company 
office for example, financial controls and time guidelines being set out at the start of a 
project. The authority for the different aspects of the inquiry may thus be given by 
different people, or groups, and will influence the degree of  ‘self-governance’ of 
those participating in the inquiry. Reflecting upon who authorised, or supported, 
which elements of the inquiry, and for what purpose, is essential if concerned 
individuals are to make a judgement concerning the authenticity of the inquiry. A high 
level of autonomy or ‘self-governance’ of participants does not necessarily result in 
learning outcomes that are pertinent to the situation of focus. Even if those involved 
considered some local improvement had been achieved during an inquiry, the wider 
effects of an intervention may be detrimental (Dash, 1999). Judging the success of the 
inquiry will include an evaluation of these wider effects. An interested individual, 
perhaps suffering detrimental effects within the wider environment, might reflect upon 
what authority the participants within the inquiry perceived themselves to wield. Or 
who had authorised the intervention without a full consideration of the possible after-
effects. ‘Authority’ is then a complex element that pervades group situations. 
Reflecting upon and recording the various aspects of permissions and assumptions 
will facilitate anyone interested in gaining an appreciation of the reasons for certain 
decisions. It is unlikely that all aspects of ‘authority’ will be contained within an 
‘action warrant’ and some thought will need to be given to making the different 
aspects of the ‘authority’ for the project transparent to interested individuals.  
 
 One final point on the subject of ‘authority’ is the notion of “agnostic inquiry” 
(Checkland, 1981; Susman and Evered, 1978). The fundamental importance of not 
directing the learning outcomes cannot be understated. Although certain permissions 
and authorities both formal and informal are required for undertaking any inquiry 
process within a social situation, attempting to control a process of collaborative 
inquiry is likely to be counter-productive. Learning outcomes from any process of 
inquiry within a complex social situation do not have some pre-existence awaiting 
only to be discovered (Boland, 1985). During a social inquiry the learning outcomes 
are created by those involved as they find a way through their dilemma. The Action 
Researcher’s role will be to navigate and manage the learning process so as to create 
some learning outcomes that are acknowledged to be valid (Champion, 2001). The 
elements of PEArL aid planning for the inquiry process and reflection upon the way 
that the inquiry was managed; that is on the emergent character of that inquiry 
process.  
 
7.4 relationships 
We perceive the ‘relationships’ element of the PEArL mnemonic as being of prime 
importance when reflecting on the character of the inquiry. We have designated the ‘r’ 
as being lower case, to bring attention to this element and to reflect a ‘soft’ 
interpretivist approach to the issue of power within a situation. Within any 
collaborative inquiry process, there will be undeclared assumptions and beliefs 
operating, causing conflict and misunderstanding, and also synergy and acceptance. 
An intervention in an organisational setting will almost always result in some change 
to the relationships within the situation of focus, perhaps creating new ones, or 
dissolving or changing old relationships, or simply creating good will or resentment 
between different groups. These relationships will include those between researchers 
and participants, and some reflection on the changing boundaries between these two 
groups will be necessary. An examination of the developing and planned relationships 
during any inquiry process may be useful in questioning any undeclared worldviews 
(or Weltanschauungen) held by participants. Such reflection may provide insight into 
how the issues of individual power and control have been dealt with by participants 
during the inquiry. Stowell (1989) suggested regarding power as a commodity, and 
Checkland and Scholes (1999) take up this suggestion in SSM, Mode 2. Applying this 
metaphor enables individuals to ask how power has been expressed within the 
situation and how these ‘commodities’ may be used and maintained. The metaphor 
also facilitates the recognition of any potential beneficiaries, or victims of the 
intervention. An appreciation of the consequences of intervention may help to identify 
potential areas of conflict and to acknowledge accommodations that have been made 
by those involved. Reflecting on the relationship of the whole intervention with the 
environment is a useful activity in considering the wider implications of the learning 
outcomes of the inquiry. If decisions made locally do result in wider disruption, 
perhaps those affected by those wider effects may be more understanding in their 
judgement if the perplexities of the original decision are made obvious, or perhaps the 
same mistakes can be avoided in the future. By using interpretivist modelling methods 
that can help in the exposition of ideas (Champion, 2000, 2001; Champion and 
Stowell, 2002; Stowell, 2000) the intended relationships to be maintained between 
individuals and their environment, can be exposed and considered. Such models can 
then be used to support debate amongst participants and also reflection by interested 
non-participants, to facilitate these individuals in making a judgement on if they 
perceive the inquiry to be authentic and credible, or not.  
 
7.5 Learning 
The very notion of ‘collaborative’ inquiry involves a group of people meeting 
together, and an investigation may continue over a period of days or months. Eden and 
Huxham (1991, p.81) argue that “…a high degree of method and orderliness is 
required in reflecting about and holding onto the emerging research content of each 
episode of involvement in the organisation”. Recording any agreed intervention (or 
non-intervention) into the situation of concern, and the progress toward that decision 
by the participants will reflect the transformation that has occurred due to the process 
of inquiry and so is a crucial element when considering authenticity. This element 
within PEArL is of course, already widely accepted as a necessary constituent of 
Action Research. When undertaking inquiry within an organisational setting 
supported by Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) (Checkland and Scholes 1999), 
various models can be constructed to support debate amongst participants. Other 
methods used to support interpretive inquiry are AIM (West, 1995), and navigational 
devices including conversation models (Champion, 2001; Champion and Stowell, 
2002). Those involved may, or may not choose to implement the ideas expressed by 
such models, but in either case, the intellectual effort in constructing the models and 
the debate that occurs will move the learning process forward. The intellectual devices 
employed can be considered to be direct outcomes of the learning. Such models can 
also act as debating tools and to support reflection amongst interested individuals who 
were not present at the time of the original inquiry and so help foster an appreciation 
of the learning outcomes amongst a wider audience. Indeed it is important within 
interpretivist approaches to retain the idea that learning is undertaken in an iterative 
cycle, and is ideally never-ending. There will be immediate learning and also 
knowledge that accumulates after action has been taken and reflection has occurred. 
Evaluation by interested individuals of the intended and unintended consequences of 
intervention (or non-intervention) into the situation of concern will be supported by 
recording the learning outcomes of the inquiry.  
 
Participants in the learning will have gained awareness of the perspective of 
others and the active process of engaging in discussion may engender an appreciation 
of the possibilities and constraints within a situation. However, debate alone cannot be 
considered a sufficiently inclusive method of achieving an appreciation of the 
situation. By recording the learning outcomes and also the other elements within 
PEArL in some manner, individuals not involved, or who did not participate in the 
actual discussion may be quietly supported in making their own judgements 
concerning the authenticity of the inquiry process.  
 
‘Quiet’ private judgement alone will not result in the emergence of a ‘public’ 
perception of the authenticity of the inquiry. We argue that the elements within the 
PEArL mnemonic are able to support interested individuals in scrutinising the manner 
in which the inquiry was undertaken. Such reflection supports these individuals in 
making a judgement on whether the inquiry was carried out in an appropriate and 
credible manner, that is, is it an authentic piece of research, worthy of belief? The 
contribution of PEArL, however, is that if these elements of an Action Research 
project are made public, it is possible for individuals from the wider environment, 
who did not actually participate in the learning, to reflect upon the inquiry process, 
facilitating a wider public perception of ‘validity’ to evolve. Such public 
acknowledgement (or denouncement) of the outcomes of collaborative inquiry, can 
only occur after time has passed, as the wider implications of the transformation 
achieved will take time to become evident. Too often, the finer detail of field studies 
are glossed over, a situation not permitted in other fields of research. PEArL supports 
individuals in making these judgements of authenticity, whether they were 
participants, or not, and we suggest that it is a ‘conceptual maneuver’ (Dash, 1999) of 
this nature that is required to establish the validity of research undertaken within an 
Action Research framework.  
 
8. SUMMARY 
Undertaking Action Research is immensely difficult and establishing the validity of 
such endeavours is time consuming and challenging. The notion of ‘recoverability’ 
(Checkland and Holwell, 1998) requiring a declaration in advance of the framework 
of ideas, methodology and area of concern is essential, but still evades issues 
concerning the manner in which the inquiry was undertaken. ‘Action warrants’ 
(Avison et al, 2001) although useful, will not provide sufficient information to 
participants and non-participants interested in the authenticity and credibility of the 
learning outcomes. The credibility of any piece of Action Research (a prerequisite for 
a perception of validity emerging within the public arena) will then rest upon what 
aspects of the inquiry process are made accessible within the public domain. It is rare 
to find fully published accounts of field studies within the academic literature that 
provide sufficient detail on which to make a judgement concerning the credibility of 
the outcomes, partly due to the difficulty of writing such studies for academic 
journals. It is our suggestion that to make the character of the inquiry process 
accessible to other researchers, Action Researches will need to make obvious how 
they managed the elements of the inquiry emphasised within the mnemonic PEArL. 
The elements of Participation, Engagement, Authority, relationships and Learning 
outcomes create a sense of the character, or authenticity, of the inquiry process and so 
interested individuals can make judgements on if they consider the learning outcomes 
to be credible (worthy of belief), or not. A public sense of valid research outcomes (or 
otherwise) will emerge from a consideration of the credibility of any learning 
outcomes and a sense of the character, or authenticity, of the inquiry process. 
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